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Where possible, . . . libraries should engage in conversations around MOOCs 
and promote their core values. By doing so, they promote the continuing vital-

ity of libraries as partners in the educational system. (Butler, 2012, p. 10)

OER[s] . . . provide great opportunities for an increase in knowledge dissemi-
nation in accordance with the educational purpose of universities. It is vitally 

signi�cant and essential for libraries, the main supporter of educational 
activities at universities with their informational resources, to participate 

directly in OER initiatives and revise their services and collections in the scope 
of OER. (Cakmak, Ozel, & Yilmaz, 2012, p. 1006)

In 2009, librarians started waking up to an emerging open education movement. It began in 
earnest with a 2009 ACRL/SPARC forum at an ALA Midwinter Meeting, where advocates for 
Open Educational Resources (OERs) spoke about OERs and the roles libraries could play in 
supporting them (SPARC & ACRL, 2009). It was further advanced as an important professional issue 
with the emergence into popular consciousness of massive open online courses (MOOCs) in 
2011. Thus, in the last few years, open education has become an important topic in the profes-
sional literature, with discussions around library support largely focused on the phenomenon 
of MOOCs.

Libraries can and should support open education. It fits with librarians’ professional support 
for access to information as a public good, the institutional mandate of academic libraries to 
support teaching and research, and the professional obligations of librarians in public libraries 
to support continuing education. But before libraries do so, it is useful to understand the open 
education movement as a whole, including some of the key challenges facing both OERs and 
MOOCs and how libraries are well positioned to help address these challenges. By taking a 
holistic approach, libraries can aid the movement to facilitate universal, affordable, quality 
education for the peoples of the world and ensure that institutions, faculty, funding agencies, 
and governments avoid pathways to open education that might prove detrimental to scholar-
ship as well as to society as a whole.
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 – enables instructors to adjust content to a wide range of linguistic, cultural, 
accessibility, or bandwidth purposes, thereby making it more widely useful 
for promoting inclusion or higher enrollments. 

• Creating OERs, particularly entire courses, provides institutions with visibility that 
attracts students, enhances institutional reputation, advances a university’s public 
service role, disseminates knowledge, and potentially attracts research or endowment 
funding (UNESCO & Commonwealth of Learning, 2011, p. 7). 

• The ability to review content or courses created by other instructors provides educa
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• In the print world, public libraries, whose content is free to use and share, were the first 
and most successful OERs (Downes, 2011, “Freely” section, para. 5; Ronkowitz, 2010).

• The digitization efforts of libraries and archives in the early days of the Web made 
them among the first online OER creators (Former Talis staff member, 2010, Legacy of Early Digitisa-

tion section; Kosewski, 2007, Harvard’s Open Collections Program section; Plotkin, 2010, p. 9).

• These resources were soon followed by extremely valuable content in the form of 
open-access publications and open data. 

If not all these resources were pure OERs (i.e., sharing all rights ascribed to an OER as defined 
by UNESCO in 2002, these efforts at least shared the same values: the provision of quality 
educational content to everyone in society regardless of their socioeconomic status. So who 
could better aid with the OER movement’s goals?

MOOCs

Massive open online courses, or MOOCs, is a name given to immense online classes that are 
generally (although not always) available for anyone in the world to take for free. When they 
came into popular awareness in late 2011, they were being offered by major universities that 
were expending resources to experiment with the provision of free, credit-less, online courses. 
As such, these courses were taught by leading faculty in some of the most prestigious univer-
sities of the world. The possibility of taking courses from an elite university for free was seen 
as a new, revolutionary phenomenon that captivated the imagination of people everywhere. 
However, those who observe trends in higher education understood this possibility to be an 
evolutionary outgrowth of two major trends:

• distance education and online learning, with their technological, assessment, and 
pedagogical experiments, including iTunes U (Calter, 2013, pp. 2–3), flipped classrooms, use 
of multimedia in education, open universities, artificial intelligence, big data, and so 
forth, and

• the Open Educational Resources movement, beginning in 2001 with MIT’s Open-
CourseWare—software that was

 – designed to make quality educational content openly available on the 
Internet,

 – open and available to be used or adapted by other institutions,

 – not created to provide host institutions with certification of students,

 – not interactive (so students were not provided with access to faculty or 
other students), and

 – experimented with by other major universities, which used it to release 
selected courses for free.
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While many institutions undertook work with MIT’s OpenCourseWare, the first MOOC—Con-
nectivisim and Connectivist Knowledge, offered by the University of Manitoba in 2008—took 
its inspiration from OERs and connectivism, using many platforms to ensure that devices were 
not a limitation to participation. This course had an enrollment of approximately 2,200 stu-
dents (Downes, 2009, Access in Terms of Awareness section), which was substantial and earned the moni-
ker MOOC, but it was nowhere near as large as later MOOCs. For its creators, however, size 
was of less importance than the use of a more creative pedagogy built around the principles 
of connectivism: autonomy, diversity, openness, and interactivity. This course had a structure 
similar to that used by many later cMOOCs (MOOCs built on the principles of connectivism).  
The course is  initiated by a professor, who provides some open course materials that are not 
linear in nature, but instead clustered around a subject area (Downes, 2009, Access in Terms of Rel-

evance? section). Students selectively review these materials and then provide feedback about 
them to the learning communities. Students can provide this feedback using any medium 
they are comfortable with (blogs, multimedia, Second Life, podcasts, concept maps, etc.), and 
in so doing, they begin the process of sharing their knowledge, creating learning communi-
ties, commenting on others’ observations or creations, and using the wisdom of crowds to 
build knowledge. As all the content has open licenses, this leads to the creation by students 
of open online course materials that fellow students can access, review, analyze, comment 
on, improve upon, or adapt to any medium. In other words, it leads to the creation of educa-
tional resources in a highly scalable fashion. Any changes to content are then fed back to the 
group for use, adaptation, or remixing. The structure of the course encourages the same types 
of activities (e.g., use and adaptation) associated with the creation of OERs (Downes, 2009, Solu-

tion, Access in Terms of Relevance, Access in Terms of Licensing, & Access in Terms of File Formats sections; Rodriguez, 2012, 

Connectivist MOOCs section, para. 3–4). It also enables instructors to develop innovative communities 
where learning takes place (i.e., is effective) with minimal involvement from an instructor (Yuan 

& Powell, 2013, p. 7 ). The instructors instead facilitate the educational process for large numbers of 
students in a sustainable fashion.

By comparison, the first massive courses that captured the imagination of people outside 
mainstream education were three courses offered by a few Stanford professors in the fall 
of 2011. Each had enrollments of over 100,000 students, and in one class on artificial Intelli-
gence, enrollments approached 160,000 students (Pappano, 2012, para. 3). Each class used technol-
ogy to facilitate a “technology enriched teacher centered [aka knowledge-transmission model 
of ] instruction” that came to be known as an xMOOC, rather than the learner-centered knowl-
edge construction model (cMOOC) (Yuan & Powell, 2013, 11). The software underlying these courses 
also allowed for the inclusion of quizzes, feedback and more interaction than what Open-
Courseware allowed, even though they did not use crowd sourced interaction as their primary 
pedagogical method and instead opted to use short, snappy videos, which were found to be 
successful in a forerunner to xMOOCS: The Khan Academy (Khan Academy, 2013; Pappano, What Is a 

MOOC Anyway? section, para. 3–4; Yuan & Powell, 2013, 11). 
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Their success, measured by the number of enrollments, meant that they were quickly fol-
lowed by three things:

• Three major players were introduced that offered more interactive—and continuously 
evolving—xMOOCs:

 –
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cause a reduction in tuition revenues and force these institutions to either form consortia and 
rationalize or close their doors, either of which would reduce the number of faculty positions 
and drive salaries down. In addition, under this system of higher education, only rich universi-
ties could hire the best researchers and consequently get almost all research money, further 
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2013, 4:19–7:16; Lenox, 2013; Yuan & Powell, 2013, 13). However, all advocacy and criticisms are hypotheti-
cal. MOOCs are still in their experimental stage, a period where they are receiving funding 
from backers and institutions that are excited about their potential but are still experimenting 
with a wide range of course-delivery issues and funding models that many hope will make 
them effective, sustainable, and profitable (Casey, 2012, pp. 8–9;; Yuan & Powell, 2013, pp 15-6, 18). In ad-
dition, recent moves by MOOC providers have many believing that they underestimated the 
difficulty of providing unfettered credentialing for their courses. Upon failing to gain control 
of credentialing from university faculties, MOOCs are now altering their business models so 
that instead of relying on revenue from tuition (in a system where universities compete with 
other universities for tuition) —MOOCs are now seeking to generate money from technical 
and support services (Kolowich, 2013b, para. 13, 82 Students Who Mattered section, para. 5–6). Finally, unless 
MOOCs become mainstream, no one knows just how they will actually affect higher educa-
tion as governments and institutions are already coming up with other ways to make higher 
education affordable (i.e., competitive), such as the Pay It Forward proposal in Oregon that is 
getting notice elsewhere (Nathanson & StudentNation, 2013).

Needless to say, the buzz around MOOCs has already led to a whirl of discussions related 
to the role of libraries in supporting institutions offering MOOC courses and their students. 
There are also questions related to whether libraries, which have made a real commitment to 
open content, share compatible values with MOOCs as they have been affected by the com-
mercial entities in the movement. In particular, libraries, which have long struggled to free 
faculty publications from private ownership, are already facing similar concerns as relates to 
ownership of useful educational materials on some MOOCs. They will now need to ensure that 
course content remains open (Butler, 2012, p. 14; Educause, 2012, p. 3; Schwartz, 2013, Why Would They Need the 

Library? section, para. 16).

Despite the fact that some MOOCs are not free and most are not open in terms of the rights 
they assign to others to use [ie., reuse], redistribute, or adapt, most do share libraries’ com-
mitment to providing people access to affordable information and continuing education. In 
particular, they are a very good means of educating those for whom money, time, distance, or 
traditional education methods are a constraint to learning. In so doing, they are 

• supporting the growth of a healthy, informed electorate in a democracy,

• providing public libraries with a means to assist people in upgrading their education 
or skills in an affordable manner (Schwartz, 2013, MOOCS and the public library section, para 4-7, and

• providing people with quality access to information for free.

For these reasons, many libraries are contemplating their role in supporting MOOC initia-
tives, assisting MOOC students, and using MOOCs in order to provide continuing education 
for the public or for their own staff (Calter, 2013, p. 7;; Todd, 2013, 2:36–12:35). As more libraries become 
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aware of the issues around ownership of educational materials and the disruptive potential 
of MOOCs, other goals need to be considered. In particular, libraries will need to ensure that 
faculty retain all rights related to self-archiving content. They will also need to introduce a new 
issue into the debate around scholarly communication: the long-term societal impact on the 
amount of knowledge being generated by a society that chooses to accept a possible have-
and-have-not higher education system.

What Are the Challenges Facing Each Movement?
Challenges Faced by OERs

Although the Open Educational Resources movement is supported by social trends, develop-
ments, and funding agencies, it does face several challenges. Producing OERs comes with a 
host of quality, instructional design, technological, and licensing requirements as well as the 
need to address funding and participation issues. All are essential in order to ensure that OERs 
are both effective and sustainable, not to mention free.

E�ectiveness

In relation to OERs, e�ectiveness largely refers to the movement’s goals to provide quality 
educational materials that effectively convey knowledge, are freely available, and are useful 
across borders, cultures, or regions where access to the Internet may be limited, slow, or avail-
able only by using specific devices. Meeting these diverse needs means that frequently there 
are calls for OERs to
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Although there is a wide range of production models adopted by different OER projects, 
when it comes to sustainability, it is useful to broadly classify them by the type of produc-
tion they encourage or enable: centralized versus decentralized content. In centralized [aka 
producer-consumer] projects, such as MIT’s OpenCourseWare, an institution or organization 
devotes subject expertise and resources (e.g. instructional design, pedagogical, technological, 
intellectual property and internal / external funding) to the development of educational prod-
ucts (Wiley, 2007, pp. 7–8). Such projects are generally recognized for producing quality resources, 
but they require more funding (Downes, 2007, p. 40). Decentralized projects can be subdivided into 
two types of projects that encourage contributions from people but provide little support. 
The first is a repository project which typically operates by accepting voluntary contributions 
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• assisting with the visibility, housing, and archiving of OERs in a manner that encour-
ages contributions and use, and 

• finding a means of funding development long term.

Different models are being experimented with. However, it is reasonable to assume that any 
institution that determines its best long-term interests lie in participating in the world of open 
education—and in particular in the development and adaptation of OERs—will look for ways 
to engage as efficiently (i.e., sustainably) as possible. Such an effort would likely lead to OER 
services being centralized so as to eliminate duplication of work across the institution and al-
low for better use of resources, on-the-fly team building, and synergy.

Challenges Faced by MOOCs

Despite the hype surrounding MOOCs, they too face significant challenges (although awareness 
is obviously not one of those challenges). With only two years of practical application, they are a 
largely experimental undertaking that has yet to demonstrate its effectiveness as an educational 
tool. Furthermore, the open registration used among many MOOCs offered by higher education 
institutions means that it is “not entirely clear how the MOOC approach to online education will 
make money.” (Yuan & Powell, 2013, p 10) As such is the case, it is safe to say that MOOCs also face the 
sustainability and effectiveness issues that are challenging the OER community. As in the OER 
community, a multitude of experiments are underway seeking to address these issues.

E�ectiveness

The effectiveness of MOOCs relates to a host of issues. A traditional definition of e�ective-
ness, as measured against activities in a face-to-face classroom, would imply that effective-
ness measures how successful MOOCs are in imparting knowledge to people seeking to 
complete a course. However, this definition may be insufficient, as the technology, visibility, 
and big data used in MOOCs provide institutions of higher education with opportunities to 
use MOOCs for more than educational purposes. Therefore, their success or effectiveness 
largely depends upon the objectives identified by their home institutions and what is actually 
achieved over the course of the next few years.

Those measuring the educational effectiveness of traditional classes generally use a range of 
measures, including enrollment, retention, assessments by deans, and mandatory student 
feedback forms. Those assessing the effectiveness of MOOCs in transmitting knowledge 
utilize two of these methods: enrollment and dropout rates of registered students. Student 
feedback can be submitted, but it is unclear whether it is mandatory, or whether it is submit-
ted only by those who really like or really hate the class, and as a result it there are questions 
around its usefulness as few believe it is demographically representative enough to be suit-
able for analysis.
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The size of any MOOC indicates that enrollment is far in excess of what is traditionally con-
sidered good for a fee-based course, so that measure points to effectiveness. But what about 
retention? This is a hot and contentious debate that centers around

• low retention rates,

• whether the retention rates for different types of MOOCs (cMOOCs versus xMOOCs) 
make one a superior educational medium, and

• the importance of people who do not do all the assignments (i.e., complete a course) 
but remain engaged in the activities. These people—lurkers—are similar to those who 
audit an on-campus course.

In a comparative study of different MOOCs, C. Osvaldo Rodriguez (2012) determined that xMOOCs 
had a higher dropout rate (85%) than cMOOCs (40%) (Discussion and Conclusions section, para. 7). He at-
tributed the difference to the presence of lurkers in cMOOCs, the class structure of which en-
abled students to enter discussions when something engaged them (Rodriguez, 2012, Vast Lurker, No 

Lurker section, para. 6–8). That ability was not present in xMOOCs at the time of the study. More recent 
data provided by Deidre Woods (2013) at an OCLC conference indicated that xMOOCs might be 
catching up with cMOOCs in retaining students. She reported a 5–10% completion rate and a 
30–40% retention rate in the University of Pennsylvania’s xMOOC classes due to people who 
remained and did some of the work—lurkers (10:46–11:05).. Another analysis by Jeffrey Pomerantz 
(2013) indicated that, depending on how enrollments are measured completion rates are 5, 10, 
15 or 48% (para. 7–16). A retention rate of 30–48% is still below that of the cMOOCs (60%), but 
Casey (2012, p. 10) pointed out that a higher retention rate may not indicate that cMOOCs are a 
more successful medium because different areas of knowledge have different educational goals. 
xMOOCs or cMOOCs may be more useful depending on what the course is trying to achieve. 
The interactive nature of newer xMOOCs, which enables student interaction, sharing of gener-
ated knowledge, and the creation of study groups, as well as a resolution of what counts as an 
enrolled student, may also close the gap and eliminate the debate about which model is more 
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to educate more students in one class than he or she otherwise would in an entire career (Lurie, 

2013, 10:45–11:03; Schwartz, 2013, What Is a MOOC? section, para. 1; Woods, 2013, 10:16–10:23). This fact is used as a 
measure of true success. For others, the weaker students are evidence of ineffectiveness, with 
some believing that MOOCs have no place in the higher education of those who have never 
completed a degree. Still others call for more use of instructional design, pedagogy, educa-
tional technology, lab opportunities, and assessments of the role of services, such as libraries 
and student services, in measures of student success. Pritchard (2013, p. 127) argued that many 
questions could be analyzed and compared to determine what does and does not work, but 
doing so requires assessing different approaches taken within the same class. This means that 
each class must be archived for later evaluation (Schwartz, 2013, Why Would They Need the Library? section, 

para. 15).

If retention rates were the only measure of importance to institutions offering MOOCs, it is 
likely that the multitude of universities currently developing these courses would deem them 
a waste of resources. Consequently, one has to ask: What other drivers are involved? What else 
is important to the determination of success? Altruism and openness are the first that come 
to mind, and indeed, they were first and foremost in MIT’s motives when it developed Open-
CourseWare. For those with a public-service approach to MOOCs, there have been a number 
of benefits:

• Student feedback often testifies to the ability of MOOCs to provide education to those 
who, for a number of reasons, traditionally could not attend a face-to-face or distance 
education class. In one course alone—Penn’s Poetry MOOC—testimonials came from a 
17-year-old autistic youth; elderly people living in an assisted-care facility, who gath-
ered around the TV to view and later discuss each class; and US Senator Dick Durbin 
(Rock, 2013,10:30–13:17).

• Many students enroll not to complete a course, but for purposes of lifelong learning 
or to learn more about a course, institution, or topic before entering a course of study 
(Christensen et al., 2013, pp. 5–6; Woods, 2013, 2:40–3:08, 10:50–11:05; Yuan & Powell, 2013, p. 11).

• MOOCs afford people without the resources to pay full tuition the opportunity to learn 
and gain certification of accomplishments that may be turned into transfer credits in 
the near future. MOOCs can accomplish this without geographic restrictions provided 
that the technology supportive of attending a class is available.

• MOOCs enable institutions to make their knowledge and scholarship available to the 
world, thereby fulfilling their public service mandates (Lenthall, Terwiesch, Candido, Bennett, & 

Delaney, 2013, 43:21–44:16).

For those institutions not as driven by altruistic motives, the use of MOOCs to advance educa-
tion (either on or off campus) is often mentioned as a measure of effectiveness:
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• Awareness of MOOCs and the experience of professors who teach in a MOOC are gen-
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Sustainability

For MOOCs, sustainability refers to an institution’s ability to fund the creation of free, effective 
online courses. Constructing such a course requires a great deal of time and resources. All 
course content must meet these requirements:

• It must be capable of being displayed to nonpaying students without violating copy-
right laws—laws that tend to be more generous when applied to the educational 
purposes of traditional courses. This requirement means that course materials and 
readings must undergo a rigorous assessment of images, charts, videos, texts, and so 
forth. Institutions clearing materials typically expend 380 hours for one course (Proffitt, 

2013, 7:59–9:40) in order to ensure that all content is

 – open access or Open Educational Resources (Kanchanaraksa et al., 2009, p. 42),

 – used in a manner that it falls within a more restricted interpretation of fair 
use, and

 – licensed such that all involved in the course’s creation are given attribu-
tion and have granted permission for the use of their contributions in the 
MOOC.

• It must be educationally effective despite the absence of faculty support, which means 
that the institution needs to invest in

 – educational technology and instructional design (Casey, 2012, p. 3),

 – the inclusion of technology and technological standards to ensure that 
courses are compatible with various platforms and useful for individuals 
accessing educational modules from areas of low and high bandwidth 
(usefulness, interoperability), and

 – housing and preserving all class content across various offerings so as to 
measure what practices work best for each course.

As MOOCs require an investment and are usually free, it is only natural that there are several 
debates about what would enable MOOCs to be sustainable in the long run. These debates 
are evenly divided among the type of MOOCs being offered. cMOOC supporters argue that 
connectivist MOOCs (where the teacher is less a developer of resources and more a facilita-
tor of learning via the creation of learning communities that generate, share, and assess 
educational resources and knowledge) are pedagogically innovative, more sustainable and  
facilitate learning (i.e., are effective) better than xMOOCS with lower completion rates (Downes, 

2009, 1:28:25). However, data related to their higher retention rates aside, not everyone agrees 
that cMOOCs are conclusively more effective. Some have concerns that the content produced 
by participants may not be either educationally useful or legally open. These questions are de-
rived from concerns about student awareness of issues of intellectual property rights, plagia-
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circumvent higher education institutional processes have been blunted) 
(Kolowich, 2013a, para 2–7, Duke Deal Scuttled section, para. 1–2; Kolowich, 2013b, para. 3–5);

 – Who will do the assessments? Instructors? Commercial entities? Peers? 
(Yuan & Powell, 2013, p. 16)

 – How will identity theft and cheating be prevented? Via the use of biometri-
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Libraries and Open Education 
So how do libraries fit into these new models of education? To answer this question, it is 
important to know what they are doing to assist in a host of interrelated and unique resource 
needs presented by OERs and MOOCs, as well as their potential roles.

Libraries and Open Educational Resources

Presently, there are few data assessing just how many libraries are involved in supporting OER 
initiatives, what types of activities they are involved with, and how important their activities 
are to OER projects, with one possible exception: a survey conducted by the Centre for Educa-
tional Technology, Interoperability, and Standards (CETIS) in 2010. This survey was distributed 
to number of specific e-mail lists and had 36 completed responses from people in 12 coun-
tries, most of which were from Britain and the United States, and 53% of which were complet-
ed by librarians. The data revealed that in many instances (3 out of 4 times), the library played 
a leading role in many OER initiatives (Bueno-de-la-Fuente, Robertson & Boon, 2012, pp. 6–7) and that most 
respondents (61%) considered the library’s contributions to be indispensable or very valuable, 
with an additional 23% viewing library involvement as valuable (Bueno-de-la-Fuente et al., 2012, p. 37).

The survey indicated that the main areas of library involvement were description, classifica-
tion, management, preservation, dissemination, and promotion, with some involvement in 
intellectual property and licensing rights, discovery of OERs, evaluation of OERs, use of OERs 
in teaching, and the creation or repurposing of OERs, but that in many instances, librarians 
needed to develop expertise in other areas, such as search engine optimization, e-learning, 
and OER knowledge (Bueno-de-la-Fuente et al., 2012, p. 7). Despite the need for additional skills, the 
responses

confirm[ed] that the expertise of librarians in most of the general LIS technolo-
gies and skills is needed at OER initiatives. Furthermore, OER project librarians 
also offer expertise in some specific e-learning technologies, as learning con-
tent management tools or learning metadata (Bueno-de-la-Fuente et al., 2012, p. 36).

This expertise means library involvement in OER initiatives would be of “great benefit to those 
[OER] projects not yet engaged with them” (Bueno-de-la-Fuente et al., 2012, p. 7). Despite this, the sur-
vey found the importance of library involvement was not widely understood: 

Even if the library and/or librarians are well valued by the projects they are al-
ready engaged with, the participation of the library is still not widespread, and 
a significant lack of awareness exists both from OER initiatives with regards to 
library activities and from libraries about the resources released by OER initia-
tives (Bueno-de-la-Fuente et al., 2012, p. 7).
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Consequently, the study’s authors concluded that there is a need for libraries, library associa-
tions, and LIS education programs to engage with the OER movement and that facilitating 
increased participation by libraries could be an important contribution towards making OER 
initiatives more sustainable (Bueno-de-la-Fuente et al., 2012, pp. 7–8, 11).

The CETIS survey demonstrated that librarians have a host of skills and technologies needed 
by OER projects, which, if further developed and expanded upon, would enable the OER com-
munity to address some of its most pressing problems: awareness and promotion of OERs, 
capacity building, communities and networking, sustainability, quality, copyright, learning 
support services, accessibility, facilitation of finding and use of OERs, and the embedding of 
OERs into institutional policies, structures, and programs (2012 Paris OER Declaration, 2012; d’Antoni, 2008, 

pp. 11–13; UNESCO & Commonwealth of Learning, 2011, pp. 17–20). Addressing each of the identified issues is 
complex, but the professional literature and blogs are pointing to a number of ongoing and 
desirable activities that can, for the sake of comprehension, be broken down into four broad 
categories: creation, discovery and use of existing OERs, preservation, and sustainability.

Creation of OERs

The literature demonstrates that anyone who wishes to be a key player in facilitating the cre-
ation of OERs must be capable of addressing two important issues: (a) advancing stakeholder 
awareness, policies, and services supportive of OER development, and (b) assisting with 
capacity building (2012 Paris OER Declaration, 2012; d’Antoni, 2008, pp. 11–13; UNESCO & Commonwealth of Learn-

ing, 2011, pp. 6–9). Any library involved in open access or providing assistance via an intellectual 
property, an information commons, faculty service areas, or a specialized multimedia, data, 
or map library will recognize that these are exactly the types of services performed in many 
libraries (Kleymeer et al., 2010, The advantages of libraries, para 1-13).

As regards advocacy work, support of OERs involves a number of activities that garner sup-
port for OERs and remove any impediments to their development. These activities include the 
following:

• increasing awareness of OERs among key stakeholders in higher education (i.e., gov-
ernments, higher education administration, faculty, and students) and creating an 
understanding of their benefits, activities suited to librarians due to their commitment 
to openness and their key relationships with senior administration, educators, and 
students (Kleymeer et al., 2010, Advantages of Libraries section, para 1; Robertson, R. J. , 2010, 3; UNESCO & Com-

monwealth of Learning, 2011, pp. 5–12),

• addressing concerns about OERs (workload, reduced course enrollments, giving away 
accumulated knowledge in open courses, proper use of OERs by others who adapt 
them, etc.) and their educational value (Kanchanaraksa et al., 2009, p. 42; Plotkin, 2010, p. 5; Wiley & 

Gurrell, 2009, p. 19),
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• creating institutional support for OERs via senate, faculty, or departmental discussions 
and endorsements that can be used to lobby for necessary services, resources, and 
policies (Belliston, 2009, p. 286; Read, 2008, p. 75; Robertson, J. R.  2010, pp 9, 12; UNESCO & Commonwealth of 

Learning, 2011, pp. 7–9),

• addressing collective agreement and contract issues that work against OER creation, 
such as intellectual property policies that prevent creators from signing a Creative 
Commons license or issues around recognition of OERs for the purposes of tenure or 
promotion (Hylén, 2009a, p. 133; UNESCO & Commonwealth of Learning, 2011, pp. 7–8),

• upon creating agreement from all necessary stakeholders, then creating policies and 
procedures that support OER creation (e.g., guaranteeing that all institutional products 
are to be released under a Creative Commons license), while at the same time elimi-
nating policies and procedures that inhibit their creation (Belliston, 2009, p. 286; UNESCO & 

Commonwealth of Learning, 2011, pp. 7–8),

• advocating for institutional assistance with content creation by (1) providing faculty 
with access to needed technology and advice (Hylén, 2009a, pp. 131–132) and (2) ensuring 
that content is created in a sustainable, affordable, and rational manner via the con-
solidation of all those important to content creation into one service area to 

 – avoid duplication of valuable, scarce, and expensive staff, 

 – encourage team building, and 

 – make locating advice easier for creators (Read, 2008, pp. 76–77, Robertson, J. R.  2010, pp 4),

• working with institutions, consortia, and government agencies to ensure that OERs 
are properly supported and funded (Robertson, J. R. 2010, pp 9; UNESCO & Commonwealth of Learning, 

2011, pp. 5–11, 19),

• using relationships with institutional publishers, campus bookstores, print centers, and 
faculty to lobby for open textbook creation, distribution, and reuse (Bell, 2010, pp. 3–4) in 
order to

 – create a win-win situation for students and libraries by ending the cycle 
where libraries “buy [costly textbooks] and students win while [libraries] 
lose, or [libraries] refuse to buy them and [libraries] win but the students 
lose.” (Bell, 2010, p. 2),

 – allow for the mass customization of textbooks by faculty so they can

 » use, assemble, or mash only those “chapters, articles, videos or 
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 » work with publishers (such as Flat World of Knowledge), founda-
tions (such as OpenStax), or campus initiatives to create and dis-
seminate open textbooks that potentially lead to better education-
al outcomes (Hilton & Laman, 2012, pp. 267–269),

 – enable faculty to freely use this educational content in

 » online courseware systems like Blackboard, Canvas, or Moodle in a 
manner that was not supported by more traditional static, costly, 
hardcover textbooks (Bell, 2010, pp. 2–3),

 » open-content courses because students are not prevented from ac-
cessing the content due to intellectual property restrictions,

 – potentially enable institutions to assist with

 » the reduction of student debt as it relates to soaring textbook costs 
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Open Educational Resources in higher education. Despite this, the connection between OER 
advocacy and libraries has been mentioned in relatively few professional publications, which 
is of concern (Bell, 2010, pp. 3–4; Belliston, 2009, p. 286).
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Discovery and Use or Reuse of Existing OERs
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• Libraries can provide users with access to both the technology and the assistance 
required to effectively use, adapt, or remix existing OERs regardless of type of resource 
(e.g., data mapping).

Preservation of OERs

A third way that libraries can support OERs revolves around the creation of a stable, long-term 
home for OERs so as to avoid both the disappearance and the degradation of these digital 
resources. Here libraries have a significant advantage over any other institutional system, as 
they have a long record of ensuring that digital materials are preserved.

Most libraries today have either an institutional repository (IR) or a content management sys-
tem (CMS). These are tasked with creating homes for a myriad of digital objects or collections, 
as well as ensuring that all content in them is preserved, discoverable, and even download-
able, depending on the level of permission granted by the authors/uploaders. These sites be-
came the natural home for educational materials at institutions wishing to preserve them and 
many IRs already house a number of OERs as content creators have signed a Creative Com-
mons License granting the 4R rights associated with OERs (reuse, revise, remix and redistrib-
ute) when uploading their educational materials. Virtual learning environments (VLEs), on the 
other hand, are designed to support course management, not manage or curate educational 
materials;  and finding ways to enable content creators to easily move content from an VLE to 
an IR/CMS would ensure that content is at a minimum preserved, if not easily converted into 
an OER.

Aside from working with institutional repositories and content management systems, libraries 
have also taken digital preservation one step further: shared archiving so as to ensure digital 
content remains available, even when servers go down in one location. The best-known initia-
tive in this regard is Lots of Copies Keep Stuff Safe (LOCKSS), a system that works across insti-
tutions. Libraries have also worked with publishers on a system to preserve their content, be it 
textbooks or journals. This system is known as the CLOCKSS, or Controlled LOCKSS, project.

Sustainability of OERs

What is undoubtedly the most important contribution that libraries can make to the OER 
movement is to aid in efforts towards sustainability. As mentioned above, libraries have rela-
tionships with all major higher education stakeholders. Therefore in efforts to generate aware-
ness of OERs and support capacity building, libraries could facilitate growth in the number 
of OER developers and adaptors—and thereby help with issues of scalability. This might not 
happen overnight—as libraries’ efforts to promote open access can attest—but it would en-
sure that the movement has on-the-ground advocates who know all about intellectual prop-
erty issues, higher education, educational technology, teaching, curriculum, publishing, and 
the open-content movement. It would be an important step for the ongoing efforts of these 
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advocates to encourage the development and use of quality OERs, address issues of concern, 
lobby for policy changes, lobby for financial support, and aid with creation and adaptation.

Beyond this, libraries have a history of managing resources—whether physical or digital—in 
a way that facilitates in their discovery, dissemination, usage, intellectual property licensing, 
and preservation. These systems are already capable of supporting and preserving digital 
materials in a wide range of formats. Adapting them to include services such as indexing or 
reviewing of content—and providing technologies that support OER location and usage—is 
a natural evolution in service. Such an evolution would facilitate the awareness, visibility, and 
preservation of OERs in the most efficient manner for higher education institutions (Former Talis 

staff member, 2010, Synergies section, para 2: Kleymeer et al., 2010, Case Study: Moving OER into the Library section, para 1; 

Read, 2008, pp. 75–76)
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braries will increasingly be furthering open education as a means to advance their curricular 
and community service agendas, as well as the wider agendas of their institutions.

Libraries and MOOCs

Like OERs, MOOCs are presently facing a host of issues related to their effectiveness and 
sustainability. However, they are not facing issues related to awareness. One is already 
hearing a number of discussions about how libraries can support students and faculty 
using this potentially disruptive innovation. Questions such as these are being raised: 
How could libraries support students doing research in massive classes consisting of 
individuals from around the world? How might one supply information and digital lit-
eracy or reference services for students in these courses? How could one possibly resolve 
issues around copyright, given differences in international copyright laws? What role will 
MOOCs play in driving libraries towards more open licensing models for commercial con-
tent—models that do not preclude people from accessing these resources? Can libraries 
facilitate this access? If not, would libraries be unable to meet MOOC students’ informa-
tion needs? Is it to be left to the MOOC’s community of students to supply one another 
with information?

Addressing questions related to the capacity and roles of libraries in supporting MOOCs can, 
in part, be aided by learning what libraries that support existing MOOCs are doing. This ap-
proach also helps to clarify the broader challenges facing the movement and what role librar-
ies and the open-content movements might play in supporting MOOCs. Because MOOCs are a 
recent phenomenon, there is not a great deal published about library involvement. Neverthe-
less, much can be gleaned from a few recent conferences, as well as from some current discus-
sions on the topic. From them, one learns that some libraries are already active participants in 
MOOCs. Most library involvement is centered around these functions:

• Providing important intellectual property services and advice from copyright ex-
perts—services and advice that enable an institution to offer an open course without 
fear of legal retribution. These experts1nD and adve-TJ
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tent (i.e., MOOCs; Butler, 2012, p. 14; Butler et al., 2013, 51:30–53:13, Schwartz, 2013, 

Why Would They Need the Library? section, para. 16),

 – facilitate usage of restricted materials by doing the following:

 » finding reasonable agreements with publishers for access to the 
materials with small fees or without cost (Butler et al., 2013, 25:09–28:17),

 » encouraging faculty members who want to use their published 
materials to submit the materials to their university’s institutional 
repository (Butler et al., 2013, 21:21–57), and 

 » using faculty contacts with publishers to advantage, such as having 
a faculty member ask a publisher to provide a textbook for free by 
methods that do not encourage copying and pasting of the pub-
lisher’s content (e.g., a JPEG; Butler et al., 2013, 28:19–29:32),

 – ensure that all rights holders for a course (faculty, instructional designers, 
etc.) are part of any agreement related to openly broadcasting material 
(Butler et al., 2013 33:00–39:30),

 – advocate for a coordinated approach to policies and procedures support-
ing ownership, usage, and archiving of educational materials created for 
MOOCs  (Butler et al., 2013, 42:16–42:52, 52:16–52:30), and

 – ensure that those in the library who are responsible for licensing vendor or 
publisher content do not sign agreements that contain language or claus-
es problematic for open education (e.g., Agreements should include multi-
platform permissions; Butler, 2012, pp. 7–8; Butler et al., 2013, 22:35–24:43, 42:16–52).

• Aiding with the pedagogical needs of courses where MOOC students need to perform 
research but do not have access to library resources. Such assistance can include

 – recommending to faculty how courses can be structured to accommodate 
both students with access to regular services and students without ac-
cess to faculty office hours, libraries, or librarians (Hassen et al., 2013, 44:25–44:45; 

Schwartz, 2013, Why Would They Need the Library? section, para. 6),

 – developing FAQs and library instructional content

 » for different types of students (e.g. teenagers, undergrads, lifelong 
learners),

 » that take into account instructional design principles,

 » that are made available at the library website for professors to 
link to from their course management system, distance education 
course, or MOOC, and

 » that are developed in a manageable, sustainable manner that en-
ables the library to provide large classes with more front-end sup-
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• housing and preservation of both OERs and MOOCs (Calter, 2013, p. 7; Lenthall et al., 2013, 

1:00:32–1:01:10) so as to allow
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 – assist students with research when other students cannot answer a ques-
tion—an approach that will likely prove challenging due to numerous 
technical and proprietary issues resulting from working on third-party 
MOOC platforms, (Schwartz, Why Would They Need the Library? section, para. 11; Wright, 

2013, Resources and Methods section, para. 4),

 – provide forum participants with an understanding of what libraries can do, and

 – provide students with information related to intellectual property rights, 
plagiarism, the authority of different resources, finding and managing 
information, and so forth (Bohle, 2013, Academic Librarians and STEM Professors section, 

para. 2; Mahraj, 2012, p. 366),

• training subject librarians in instructional design and subsequently embedding them 
in different faculties to

 – aid faculty in achieving their educational objectives from a pedagogical 
point of view,

 – enable libraries to be at the design table, and

 – make librarians more able to understand and serve the needs of students 
in these disciplines (Hassen et al., 2013, 51:35–52:18),

• ensuring that librarians deal with the unique intellectual property issues posed by 
MOOCs by

 – becoming avid advocates for new licensing models (Hassen et al., 2013, 47:50–48:32),

 – continuing the acceleration towards open access and OERs (Hassen et al., 2013, 

48:35–49:03),

 – working to ensure that all coursework by students remains in the public 
domain through informed consent and the archiving of course materials in 
institutional repositories,

 – exercising and asserting fair use rights by working to ensure that they ap-
ply in the context of MOOC courses (Butler, 2012, pp. 6, 9, 13), and

 – ensuring that “accessibility [is] . . . ‘baked in’ to all the content that makes 
up a MOOC course” (Butler, 2012, p. 15),

• developing broad service agreements between libraries that would include

 – leveraging existing relationships between academic libraries and public 
libraries to garner public library support for students (Schwartz, 2013, MOOCs and 

the Public Library section, para. 1) and

 – creating important local, national, and international connections between 
academic and public libraries in the service of students needing research 
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• assessing different methods of delivering resources and information literacy instruction to 
different courses and to a variety of students across borders (Hassen et al., 2013, 0:30:00-0:35:25).

It is fair to say that most libraries are only beginning to understand what can be done to sup-



37

• Big data gathered by MOOCs would enable librarians to

 – understand more about how their students learn, improve pedagogy, and 
improve information literacy (Proffitt, 2013, 10:00–10:28), and 

 – gather and organize these big, unstructured data generated by student 
assignments whenever their work is shared with peers and, in the case of 
interesting assignments, generate new repositories of knowledge that are 
openly available to anyone to use and possibly adapt.

• The mandate of academic libraries is to support education, scholarship, and commu-
nity engagement, all three of which are highly visible in MOOCs, which reach massive 
numbers of people who benefit from the knowledge scholars bring to the table and 
thereby demonstrate the value of higher education.

• MOOCs provide libraries with an unheard-of opportunity to openly engage citizens 
in a dialogue that supports and advances information literacy on a global scale (Mahraj, 

2012, p. 364).

• Library involvement during the early phases of MOOC development enables libraries 
to play a key role in their evolution and

 – provide intellectual property advice that ensures that content remains the 
property of the institution and that it is open in every sense of the word— 
financial, legal, and technological,

 – ensure that libraries are able to provide service to students in this new 
educational medium,

 – use the awareness of open education generated by MOOCs and the 
proprietary difficulties raised by the crisis in scholarly communication to 
lobby for institutional and government policies, procedures, collective 
agreements and contracts, and programs supportive of Open Educational 
Resources, and

 – lobby for support of, and provide assistance with, the creation of useful 
educational content as defined by OER requirements, content that can be 
used and adapted to meet both MOOC and non-MOOC user needs.

• Via their expertise, stakeholder relationships, and services, libraries can aid in the ef-
fectiveness and sustainability of MOOCs, making them a critical service area that has a 
strong voice, even in institutions where the educational and business models of higher 
education have been transformed. This perhaps is the most important reason for 
librarians to aid in the MOOC movement. As they do so, however, it is important that 
they

 – remember the long, hard, fight for open access and work to ensure that 
their institutions are fully aware of the importance of preventing commer-
cial entities from controlling our intellectual property again,
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 – remember our responsibility as advocates for scholarly communication 
by illustrating the long-term societal impact of setting up a system that 
reduces the amount of scholarship being produced, and

 – offer a vision of openness where libraries play a role in enabling institu-
tions to be open, affordable, effective, and sustainable via smarter service 
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• provide faculty with opportunities to learn from different pedagogical approaches, the 
types of learning tools used by their peers, and so forth,

• provide students with opportunities to work with open content and, in particular,

 – optimize their learning experiences by having access to high-quality edu-
cational resources over time (Hylén, 2009b, p. 137) and

 – contribute to educational materials by adapting or remixing and poten-
tially be rewarded for work based upon evaluation of it and institutional 
policies and practices (e.g., an adaptation resulting in recognition for an-
other course if the content is deemed to provide evidence of knowledge, 
scholarship, etc.),

• increase institutional and professorial visibility and thereby improve opportunities for 
student recruitment; recognition and awareness of one’s work by colleagues within 
and external to one’s institution; and outreach to alumni, the general community, and 
potential donors, sponsors, funding agencies, and funding organizations,

• reduce the costs and headaches associated with copyright clearance because institu-
tions do not have to contact copyright holders or deal with submissions for clearance 
of their materials,

• escape licensing restrictions that say content can be used only in a content manage-
ment system, a MOOC, or another specific venue and instead use the educational con-
tent anywhere, including social media sites, provided attribution to the original author 
is provided (Vollmer, 2012),

• experiment with new business models during a period of globalization and open edu-
cational content that increases competition within higher education (Hylén, 2009b, p. 139), 
and

• participate in open education that is not tied to MOOCs’ need to secure accreditation and 
transfer credits in order to be sustainable. This is particularly important as MOOCs are 
facing stiff resistance from established programs, which means that they may become 
a flash in the pan, a failed panacea intended to provide higher education to a multitude 
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• enable their institutions to deal with many issues have an impact on them (such as the 
textbook dilemma), 

• provide institutions with many of the benefits associated with a MOOC (e.g., exposure 
to different pedagogical approaches, experimentation with educational technologies, 
visibility, brand extension, etc.), 

• provide for efficiencies, 

• provide their users with useful educational materials designed to meet different needs, 
and 

• offer institutions and governments an approach to open education that is sustainable 
and advances education globally.

However, one driving factor that cannot be ignored is money. If xMOOCs prove to be educa-
tionally effective (still a significant question mark), able to gain transferable credits for their 
courses (difficult due to stiff resistance), and able to attract enough paying students to be 
highly profitable for institutions and investors (likely dependent upon the amount of support 
needed to make their courses succeed), the xMOOC model of open education will be fully 
implemented by richer institutions, which may or may not opt to make their content open. 
On the other hand, a drive towards openness that facilitates improvements and sharing of 
educational content, as well as smarter ways of working, will be the driver towards the sec-
ond model of open education (OERs) for other institutions. Libraries can and should play a 
central role in either, and in so doing ensure that their institutions and users are best served 
by a sober look at the pros and cons of different models of openness for learners, educators, 
institutions, and governments, not just in the immediate future, but in the long term as well. 
By placing themselves at the heart of this movement—and making themselves indispens-
able with their knowledge, technology, and services—libraries will be in the best position 
to advance true openness and carry on their long tradition of providing people, institutions, 
and society with services and resources that advance knowledge and provide opportunities 
for all.

Conclusion: Libraries and the Path Forward
The world of academia is transforming into an open education model for many people. 
Some—particularly those with a university degree looking for continuing education or life-
long learning—might be well served by the current xMOOC model of higher education. 
Others—those with geographic, linguistic, or disability limitations, to name a few—would 
be better served by an Open Educational Resources model (which includes cMOOCs), where 
individuals, institutions, groups, or even crowds can adapt educational materials for a wide 
range of purposes. However, the creators of both MOOCs and OERs are facing the need to ad-
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dress two important issues: effectiveness and sustainability. In order for the OER movement to 
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